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Abstract
This article critically reflects on a television trend that remains poorly documented, namely that of representing male virginity as being caused by a form of neurodivergence. As part of an interdisciplinary research project on sexually inexperienced emerging adults (SIEA) in North American films and TV series, a textual analysis has been conducted for four TV series portraying sexually inexperienced men on the spectrum (The Good Doctor, Atypical, The Big Bang Theory, L’Heure bleue). Our research shows that this tendency to associate men’s sexual inexperience with autism is an important issue that reveals the persistence of gender and ableist norms in TV series. For instance, TV series contribute to the reproduction of the stereotype that a man on the spectrum is de facto sexually inexperienced, and then prioritize a “virginity loss” narrative. Characters also acquire maturity after their first sexual encounter, resulting in increased masculine capital. Considering that such series seek to represent neurodiversity, the lack of diversity when it comes to representing sexual inexperience is questioning. The fact that narratives invariably allow neurodivergent men to gain sexual experience seems to reinforce the cultural norm that sexual activity is mandatory, especially for adult men.
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Introduction
Representing sexual inexperience on screen is challenging for creators. Screenwriters and directors need to find inventive ways to render “a lack of experience, a zero— […] visible to audiences” (Tamar Jeffers McDonald 2010, 2), while sustaining our attention for a long period of time (particularly when it comes to TV series). Yet, if representing characters’ virginity appears to be a challenge for creators, it is equally difficult for researchers to identify and analyze such media representations. Often perceived as a secondary theme (Marie-Aude Boislard, Stéfany Boisvert, Mélanie Millette, Laurence Dion, Julie Lavigne 2022), a character’s sexual inexperience is regularly overlooked in synopses, which makes it difficult to aggregate relevant productions, while confronting researchers to the methodological challenge of finding a way to analyze verbal and visual constructions of an absence of experience. 

Despite these challenges, documenting representations of virginity and sexual inexperience in scripted television series and movies is crucial, since very little research has been done on this topic (Laura M. Carpenter 2009; McDonald 2010; Casey Ryan Kelly 2016). More specifically, very few research has been done on the representation of sexually inexperienced emerging adults (SIEA)[footnoteRef:1]. As a category distinct from adolescents, SIEAs refer to individuals who reach adulthood (18-30 years old) without sexual experience[footnoteRef:2] with a partner of any gender. Studying their representation in films and TV series is relevant, as empirical research is increasingly examining virginity and sexual inexperience in adulthood (Audrey Leroux and Marie-Aude Boislard 2023; Ashrah Lucas, François Poulin and Marie-Aude Boislard 2024 (in press)), as well as asexuality (Louise Tavares Barreto and Marie-Aude Boislard 2023), but not their representations in audiovisual media. This is surprising given that the proportion of sexually inexperienced adults in Western contexts is increasing and higher than in previous generations (Jean M. Twenge and Heejung Park, 2019). As our study will show, analyzing how virgin and sexually inexperienced adult characters are portrayed in media productions also provides critical insights regarding the normative and regulatory visions of sexuality and gender that prevail in our culture, hence the importance of carefully studying these rare representations on screen.   [1:  Most articles focus on the representation of virginity among teens (McDonald 2010; Meyer and Wood 2013; Maura Kelly 2010; Kelly 2016) because of its greater prevalence and “by-default” setting (from inexperienced to sexually active). ]  [2:  Most studies in this field have focused on virginity, defined as having no experience of penile-vaginal intercourse, but we hoped to be more inclusive, as recent research has shown that what constitutes “first sex” varies across LGBTQ+ communities (Coady Babin and Terry Humphreys 2021; Laurence Dion and Marie-Aude Boislard 2022).
] 


To address this lack of research, an interdisciplinary research project has been conducted to document media representations of SIEAs in scripted television series and movies produced in the United States and Canada. While it is impossible to imply causality, audiovisual fictions are undoubtedly critical sources of sexual information (L. Monique Ward 2003), including on what is considered normative and typical, and what is not (Sarah H. Smith 2012, 323.) 

After briefly presenting our broader research project, this article will focus on one representational issue that emerged from our study, namely the overrepresentation of neurodivergent men among sexually inexperienced characters on TV. Most men characters in our corpus were indeed depicted as being on the autism spectrum (The Good Doctor, The Big Bang Theory, Atypical, L’Heure bleue). Since the media portrayal of characters on the spectrum has increased since 2010, especially on television (Jordynn Jack 2014; Tasha Oren 2017; Jules Morgan 2019; Nicole Eilers 2020; Michelle Dean and Anders Nordahl-Hansen 2021), this article aims to document an important television trend that significantly contributes to the reproduction of gender norms and stereotypes regarding sexuality.



Brief contextualization of our research project and methodology
[bookmark: _Hlk76650013]Our research project on the representation of sexually inexperienced emerging adults (SIEAs) consisted in identifying scripted audiovisual productions (films and TV series[footnoteRef:3]) produced from 2013-2019[footnoteRef:4] that included at least one character falling into this category. A textual analysis[footnoteRef:5] combining tenets of dialectical team-coding, narratological and critical discourse analysis was conducted for each production, aimed at documenting current narrative trends regarding the representation of SIEAs, while determining if such characters are stigmatized within narratives and if their gender impacts the way they are represented. [3:  To be included in our corpus, productions also had to fall under the broad category of “realistic” fictions, and offer a story set in a contemporary setting.]  [4:  We acknowledge that other films and TV series relevant to our research may have been produced since. We decided to end our data collection in 2019 since our findings reached empirical saturation.]  [5:  By textual analysis, we refer to a broad qualitative approach which focuses “on issues of form, content and representation” (Glen Creeber 2006, 6). It is not, therefore, a method that restricts itself to the study of dialogues but aims to shed light on the meanings conveyed by a cultural production by analyzing its sounds, images, aesthetics, verbal discourse and/or its narrative.] 


Through a detailed analysis of every sequence explicitly addressing the topic of sexual inexperience, we determined how a character’s virginity was verbally and visually represented, and how other characters reacted to this situation (Boislard et al. 2022). Our analyses clearly showed that a character’s gender identity impacted the way their sexual inexperience was represented and addressed through the narrative. Indeed, SIEA narratives were clearly more limited — and more homogeneous— for men than for women characters[footnoteRef:6] [footnoteRef:7].  [6:  For more information on the different SIEA narratives in films and TV series, cf. Boislard et al. (2022).  ]  [7:  14 productions have been identified and analysed in our broader research project: Jane the Virgin (The CW, 2014-2019); F**ked Up (Kevin Lau, 2017); 50 Shades of Grey (Sam Taylor-Johnson, 2015); The Late Bloomer (Kevin Pollak, 2016); Sense8 (Netflix, 2015-2018); Girls (HBO, 2012-2017); Grey’s Anatomy (ABC, 2005-); L’Heure bleue (The Blue Hour) (TVA (Canada), 2017-2021); The Young Kieslowski (Kerem Sanga, 2014); Moonlight (Barry Jenkins, 2016); Atypical (Netflix, 2017-2021); The Big Bang Theory (CBS, 2007-2019); The Good Doctor (ABC, 2017-); Special (2019-2021). All these productions are discussed and analyzed in the following article: Boislard et al. 2022.  
] 

Even more so, our analysis revealed an important and unexpected association between neurodiversity and sexual inexperience. Indeed, most men characters that fit our criteria, and were therefore represented as sexually inexperienced, were on the autism spectrum (Atypical, The Good Doctor, The Big Bang Theory, L’Heure bleue). Since work on adult virginity shows that there is a far greater diversity of men who are sexually inexperienced (Louise Tavares Bareto and Marie-Aude Boislard, 2023), and that neurodivergent people are rarely the focus of film/TV studies, we had not expected to encounter such homogeneity in the profile of men characters. 

We will therefore analyze in this article what this overrepresentation of adult men with ASD (autism spectrum disorder) among sexually inexperienced fictional characters tells us about normative views of gender and masculinity in contemporary TV series. More specifically, through a detailed textual and critical discourse analysis of the four series, this paper aims to “expos[e] how power relations are involved in assigning meanings to autism, [and] how the construction of autism influences societal responses to autism” (Eilers 2020, 610). In so doing, this analysis mobilizes a feminist approach to address gender as both a social construct and a binary power system hierarchizing identities (“male” and “female”) to which behaviors and expectations are associated (Judith Butler 1990; Alison Harvey 2020). These behaviors and expectations are organized into norms and values (Butler 1990; Joey Sprague 1996) that the media contribute to (re)produce and disseminate (Harvey 2020). Our article thus contributes to the field of feminist media studies, as well as critical media disability studies and autism studies, by showing how TV series provide normative framings of gendered adult sexual inexperience, as media “conve[y] messages about expected social and cultural roles taken up by people based on their identification as men or women” (Harvey 2020, 3).


The “Atypical” Representation of Men’s Virginity and Sexual Inexperience on TV
In TV series focusing on a man character defined as neurodivergent (on the autism spectrum), sexual inexperience is usually addressed at some point. For instance, as the title of the series suggests and the official synopsis explicitly mentions, Atypical tells the story of “a teen [Sam] on the autism spectrum” (cf. Netflix’s official website) who, despite his fear of physical contact, wishes to get a girlfriend and lose his virginity. 

The popular episodic drama The Good Doctor (ABC, 2017-) also focuses primarily on a neurodivergent character, Dr Shaun Murphy, a surgical resident “with autism and savant syndrome” (ABC 2024) who wins the approval of his colleagues through his exceptional ability to solve strange medical cases. From the first minutes of the series (s01e01), it is explicitly stated that this character is on the spectrum: during a discussion among the Board of Directors of the San Jose St. Bonaventure Hospital, some doctors question Shaun’s ability, as a person “diagnosed with autism,” to become a surgeon[footnoteRef:8]. Moreover, early on in season 1, it becomes manifest that Shaun is sexually inexperienced: when asked by a colleague if he ever had a girlfriend, he candidly answers that he “almost kissed a girl. Once.”, therefore implicitly revealing his virginity (s01e04). The third season then focuses largely on Shaun’s attempts to have a sexual relationship with his girlfriend Carly.  [8:  The scene begins with a tense discussion between Dr. Andrews and Dr. Glassman, the latter having recommended Shaun’s hiring.
Dr Andrews: Autism—a mental condition characterized by difficulty in communicating and using language and abstract concepts. That’s the definition. Does it sound like I’m describing a surgeon?
Dr Glassman: He’s not Rain Man. He’s high functioning, he’s capable of living on his own, capable of managing his own affairs.
Dr Andrews: “High functioning”? Is that our new hiring standard?
[…]
Dr Glassman: Yes, he has autism, but he also has savant syndrome—genius-level skills in several areas. He has almost perfect recall. He has spatial intelligence. And he sees things and analyzes things in ways that…that are just remarkable.] 


In the Quebec serial drama L’Heure bleue (The Blue Hour), one of the recurring characters, Jules, is defined as being “Asperger” (s01e05)[footnoteRef:9]. During the first season, Jules is courted by a young woman, Roxanne, who tries to have sex with him. Uncomfortable with Roxanne’s approach, Jules has a panic attack — prompting him to confide about his virginity and his shame of not being “normal”. [9:  When she meets Anne-Sophie, the main character of the series, Jules’ mother explains that her son “is Asperger” to justify his “particular” nature and the fact that he is “exhausting with his quirks.” (s01e05). Moreover, to justify his character’s behavior, the actor playing him (Frédéric Lemay) has mentioned in some interviews that Jules has been diagnosed with “Asperger’s syndrome” (quoted in Gravel 2020).] 


The popular sitcom The Big Bang Theory (CBS, 2007-2019) also features a man on the autism spectrum, Sheldon Cooper, as one of the main characters. It must be mentioned that, unlike the three previous characters who are explicitly identified as being on the spectrum and having received a medical/psychological diagnosis, Sheldon is never explicitly defined as such. That being said, Sheldon’s most well-known characteristics — such as his repetitive behaviors, his distinctive attachment to a routine, his anxiety when confronted to unexpected events, his higher intelligence, as well as his problems in understanding the emotions and intentions of others — quickly led many researchers, including some in critical autism studies, to consider him one of the most popular representations of a person on the autism spectrum (Jack 2014; Karen McGrath 2014, 141; Oren 2017; Murray Pomerance and R. Barton Murray 2022). As Karen McGrath argues: “Sheldon’s behavior is often discussed by many Autism and Asperger’s specialists and bloggers as Asperger’s Syndrome, and many argue Sheldon is on the autism spectrum” (141). R. Barton Palmer (2022, 32) even argues that this character has become emblematic of the portrayal of autism on television[footnoteRef:10], making his study virtually indispensable to understand trends regarding the representation of neurodiversity on screen. For these reasons, we have decided to include this character in our corpus. Incidentally, in a manner quite similar to the three aforementioned characters, it is made obvious through some moments of dialogues that Sheldon is sexually inexperienced. His main story arc during season 9 then concerns his girlfriend Amy’s efforts to convince him to have sex with her.  [10:  “Since its televisual debut in 2007 and its continuing presence worldwide through syndication, The Big Bang Theory has featured the best known "aspie" in popular culture, Dr. Sheldon Cooper, the unofficial leader of a gang of highly educated science nerds.” (Palmer 2022, 32)] 


As mentioned, we did not find any similar representation of ASD and sexual inexperience for women characters, which signifies an important association of the theme of neurodiversity with men. Since autism has been widely defined in popular culture as an extreme variant of the “male brain” (Simon Baron-Cohen 2003), the representation of neurodivergent women characters tends to “emphasiz[e] masculine traits such as matter-of-fact, unromantic view of sex or a lack of interest in typically feminine activities such as gossip” (Jack 2014, 29). Such a stereotype can be seen in Bones (FOX, 2005-2017) and Bron/Broen (SVT1/DR1, 2011-2018) (or its remakes The Bridge (FX, 2013-2014) and The Tunnel (Sky Atlantic, Canal+, 2013-2018)), two TV series that portray a woman on the autism spectrum – both with a noticeable sexual appetite. This could explain why we did not find any woman on the spectrum among SIEA characters.

The popular construct of ASD as a men’s condition
According to Jack (2014), “autism has come to be associated so strongly not only with males but also with masculinity” (26), even more so when it comes to the representation of what was formerly called Asperger’s syndrome or “high functioning autism”, as in the case of the four characters previously mentioned. Several researchers have indeed shown that autism is predominantly associated with men, including in media productions, probably because some characteristics associated with people on the spectrum are consistent with a normative definition of masculinity, such as independence, communication problems, as well as intimacy and interpersonal issues. Moreover, this association between men and neurodiversity is consistent with a hegemonic view of masculinity, which defines men as more intelligent, even going as far as saying that they are more inclined to be geniuses. As Jordynn Jack aptly recalls, Hans Asperger himself defined autism as an “extreme variant of male intelligence” (2014, 24). Baron-Cohen’s infamous research on autism also defined this condition as a form of “extreme male brain” (2003)[footnoteRef:11]. In that sense, our four series endorse a “fantasy of disability” (Jeffrey Preston 2016), which values the representation of physically or mentally disabled[footnoteRef:12] people that “heroically rise above” their so-called “limitations” (2016, 10). They also clearly reproduce a masculine stereotype by depicting neurodivergent men with IQs well above average, and, in some cases, whose professional achievements are a source of recognition, even admiration. By doing so, these series testify to the media’s tendency to over-represent neurodivergent people with the “savant syndrome”, even if they are not representative of most people with ASD.  Sam and Jules are indeed represented as very talented students, whereas Shaun is an exceptional doctor who is explicitly described as having “savant syndrome”, and Sheldon a brilliant theoretical physicist.  [11:  Based on gender stereotypes, and most notably on the work of psychologist Baron-Cohen (2003), this widespread theory posits that ASDs show “an amplification of a slight natural bias in many boys favoring analytical skills rather than social abilities” (Jack 2014, 120).]  [12:  Our article draws some parallels between ASD characters and the broader media representations of people living with disabilities, not in the clinical sense, but rather in line of Jeffrey Preston’s argument that the notion of disability is a discursive and cultural construct: “Disability […] is a perception of a subject’s body and being that is imposed, in part, through medical diagnosis, and in part, by cultural codes and practices” (2016, 3).] 


Yet, recognizing this emphatic association between men and neurodiversity does not explain why men on the spectrum are also overrepresented in TV series dealing with the topic of sexual inexperience. In other words, the question is not simply to criticize this link between masculinity and autism, but also to understand why sexual inexperience is preferentially associated with neurodivergent characters.

Men’s Virginity as an “Anomaly”
The first theme emergent from our analysis is the characterization of men’s virginity as anomalous. This can be correlated to media’s tendency to represent characters with ASD according to a “medical model of disability,” which understands autism as a “disease”, a failure of the neurological system (Véro Leduc et al. 2020). Indeed, even though recent and more inclusive models build on individuals’ differences and subjectivity to develop a positive identity (Leduc et al. 2020), many media representations of diseases, disabilities and divergence still focus on the “lacks” of individuals, thus conforming to a medical model. As Jack explains:

In this model, autism is often portrayed as a deficit, disease, or disorder. These depictions align with what disability studies scholars would call the "medical model" of disability, in which the condition in question is described in terms of limitations and lack (2014, 8).

Television series featuring neurodivergent characters tend to endorse such a medical model of disability, since several moments of dialogue define autism — or explain this “difference” to audiences — as a neurological condition or “disorder” that leads to behavioral problems and relationship issues. For instance, in Atypical, story arcs regularly revolve around Sam’s relationship and communication problems, as well as his frequent anxiety attacks. Sheldon (The Big Bang Theory) is also portrayed as a man who lacks empathy when interacting with people. His discomfort regarding any form of physical contact is a frequent comic device. Indeed, his awkward way of consoling anyone by tapping them on the shoulder and saying “there, there” has been used many times as a source of comic relief. In The Good Doctor, the show emphasizes Shaun’s inflexibility and dramatic mood swings when things do not unfold the way he had planned. In the third season, Lea, the woman he loves, initially refuses to be in a relationship with him because he is “autistic”. Shaun’s condition is thus clearly described as a medical problem – the only one that he cannot “fix”, as Lea reminds him (s03e17). Moreover, according to Burke Hilsabek, the way the series introduces its main character “makes clear that some of Shaun’s colleagues perceive him as disabled, and the show, at least implicitly, places him in a narrative role that has traditionally been occupied by the disabled.” (2022, 73)

In that sense, even though they are portrayed as well-intentioned and gifted, men characters with ASD tend to be represented from an ableist point of view, which leads to their characterization as “atypical” or “abnormal”. Their portrayal therefore feeds into a narrative of “ontological and “human” difference” (Stuart Murray 2008, 13; Eilers 2020, 620) that isolates them from other characters. Portraying these characters’ neurodivergence in such a manner therefore helps to justify their sexual inexperience as stemming from their “abnormality” — a perceived “deficiency” that subsequently leads to a deficiency in romantic and sexual experiences. 

In a similar vein, overrepresenting neurodivergent adult men among SIEAs may serve to promote public acceptance of the topic of men’s virginity, particularly in a context where male sexual inexperience is frequently viewed as deviating from traditional gender norms and often subjected to ridicule. Simply put, the use of characters on the spectrum could be interpreted as a narrative strategy that helps “justify” their sexual inexperience, and therefore make this status more “acceptable” in long serialized narratives. From a production and marketing standpoint, the ASD script appears to be a “safe” way of portraying men’s sexual inexperience, especially for broadcast networks (where three of the four series have been initially aired) that need to target mass audiences. 

The Prescribed Narratives and Social Implications of Representing Neurodiverse Men’s Sexual Inexperience 
The analysis also highlighted some telling narrative similarities between series. Firstly, despite facing stigmatization as individuals on the autism spectrum, the four men characters are depicted as maintaining relatively stable social circles. This tendency to represent SIEA characters as being included in a group, or as being accepted by their colleagues, could be explained by the current popularity of TV series featuring an ensemble cast, which means that several characters occupy a central role within the narrative. The four sexually inexperienced young men are indeed included in series where they are not the only lead character. This narrative choice helps to explain why SIEA characters appear socially integrated, since they are part of a group whose diverse stories must unfold and intersect through many episodes and seasons. 

This choice to include these characters within ensemble casts, even if it promotes diversity among characters’ experiences and profiles, contributes to a persistent marginalization of adult virgins and people on the spectrum. It is almost as if their representation needed to be counterbalanced by the (contrasting) inclusion of other “normal” characters who are defined as more in synch with their peers, with social clock expectations, and with the assumed audience (Karen S. Rook et al. 1989)[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  The social clock theory postulates that there are social norms (implicit and explicit) that aim to establish the “ideal” age period for various transitions, including that of losing one’s virginity. These standards are used to determine how “well adapted” a person is to what is socially perceived as a “normal” life path.] 


Secondly, these similarities in the four series’ narrative construction influence our perception of the characters’ sexual inexperience. By regularly focusing on the stigma that being on the spectrum represents for these main characters and on the forms of marginalization they must contend with, TV series encourage the emotional and moral allegiance of audiences, which in turn might lead to a better acceptance of their sexual inexperience. According to Murray Smith (1995), whereas the first two levels of engagement with a character (recognition and alignment) refer to the audience’s capacity to identify and understand a character’s motivations, the third level of allegiance refers to our moral evaluation of a character, and thus our capacity, in certain cases, to “go beyond understanding, by evaluating and responding emotionally to the traits and emotions of the character, in the context of the narrative situation” (85)[footnoteRef:14]. In the four series previously mentioned, episodes are constructed to tackle the subject of neurodivergence, before addressing the topic of sexual inexperience. In other words, only when the story has confirmed that the character is neurodivergent (through explicit moments of dialogue) does it tackle the subject of their sexual inexperience, not the other way around. By doing so, TV series seem to encourage viewers’ allegiance and empathy with SIEA characters and make them understand the difficulties they must face if they want to have sex and/or a romantic partner. The narrative structure thus acts as a deterrent — even though other readings remain possible — to judge these men characters negatively for their sexual inexperience. In a context where media representations of sexually inexperienced adult men remain scarce and often perceived as “un-manly”, putting the initial emphasis on the forms of discrimination neurodivergent people face because of their “difference” can be interpreted as a way of facilitating the attachment and empathy of viewers to SIEA characters[footnoteRef:15]. Importantly, TV series’ synopses focus on the characters’ ASD, not on their virginity, which means that their “neuropsychological difference” is perceived as the most important narrative element for the development of the story. Yet, by doing so, these TV series also contribute to the reproduction of a stereotype, namely that a man on the spectrum is de facto sexually inexperienced.  [14:  Developing a form of emotional allegiance with characters does not necessarily mean that audiences replicate their emotions or sympathize with their behaviors, only that they empathize and have a positive evaluation of their situation.]  [15:  An additional explanation might be useful in the case of The Big Bang Theory, since unlike the other series, it features several characters who are sexually inexperienced. Yet even in this case, there seems to be a difference in the way SIAEs are represented, depending on whether they are neurotypical or on the spectrum. While neurotypical men (Leonard, Howard and Raj) tease each other about their lack of sexual experience, they rarely do so with Sheldon. Moreover, many scenes emphasize that Sheldon has no libido, or at least very limited sexual desires, while the other men are obsessed with sex, which means that their lack of sexual experience is due to their immature, awkward behavior around women. In that sense, the fact that Sheldon is neurodivergent impacts the way his virginity is represented. Sure, his virginity is sometimes the butt of the joke (it is a sitcom, after all), but audiences are nonetheless led to justify his sexual inexperience as being out of his control.] 


The Virginity of Neurodivergent Men Through the Lens of Counter-Stereotypes
Given the importance of active sexuality within the normative definition of hegemonic masculinity (Boisvert 2017) and, on the contrary, of emotional intelligence within our definition of emphasized femininity (Katie Milestone and Anneke Meyer 2012), it appears that the fictional representation of neurodivergent adults tends to follow a counter-stereotype[footnoteRef:16], that is, a complete reversal of traditional gender stereotypes. In other words, although most neurodivergent characters are associated in popular texts with so-called “masculine” traits, men and women are portrayed in a counter-stereotypical way: men are represented as sexually inexperienced and afraid of physical contacts (at least initially), whereas women are portrayed as unromantic sexual beings that are confident enough to make the first steps and view sex as a casual activity. Incidentally, in our four series, the fact that neurotypical women are portrayed as being way more insistent about having sex than their neurodivergent partner, confirms this tendency to reverse gender stereotypes when portraying characters with ASD. [16:  Éric Macé defines counter-stereotypes as “reverse monstrations” (2007; our translation).] 


This stereotypical association of “neurodivergence” and “virginity” also leads to the reproduction of similar scenes from one series to another, particularly when it comes to showing their first attempts at sexual intercourse: this usually leads the ASD character to have a panic attack and run out of the room. The lexicon used by neurodivergent characters to talk about sex also tends to corroborate two important stereotypes: either that of their sexual immaturity (characters express themselves in a way usually associated with teen characters, such as Shaun (The Good Doctor) who candidly mentions that he “almost kissed a girl once”) or awkwardness in the way they communicate their sexual curiosity (like Sheldon in The Big Bang Theory who frequently talks about “coitus”). Finally, the prescribed narrative for men characters with ASD is heteronormative, since all characters are invested in heterosexual relationships, even though in reality, there is a higher rate of neurodivergent people who identify as LGBTQIA+ (Dean & Nordahl-Hansen, 2021, p. 477). Consequently, there seems to be several “stereotypes and patterns of underrepresentation” (Dean & Nordahl-Hansen, 2021, p. 477) that limit the complexity and diversity of stories that are told in TV series regarding the sexuality of neurodivergent people.

Losing their Virginity is Mandatory: “Virginity Loss” as a Major Story Arc for Neurodivergent Men Characters
Our analysis also led to notice that screenwriters inevitably end up resorting to a “loss of virginity” narrative, as if gaining sexual experience was absolutely necessary in the long term, thereby denying any other possible life path. In that sense, series featuring an early adult man on the spectrum do not differ significantly from other scripted television series and movies portraying adult virgins, as they almost always include a “virginity loss” story arc (Carpenter, 2009). They also represent it as a transformative moment for the character (Boislard et al. 2022), echoing research on first sex as a turning point for most youth, and as a rite of passage for young men in particular (Janet Holland, Caroline Ramazanoglu, Sue Sharpe and Rachel Thomson 2010).

Neurodivergent men’s story arcs usually enable them to ultimately have sex, after a few episodes or seasons. Since virginity seems to confine a man to subordinate masculinity (R. W. Connell 2005), these series’ narrative structure prioritizes a teleological script that “must” lead young men to lose their virginity.  For instance, in The Big Bang Theory, after many efforts and tactics to seduce Sheldon, Amy finally has sex with him on her birthday (s09e11). On L’Heure bleue, shortly after his panic attack during a party, Jules begins a romantic relationship with Roxanne; after a few inconclusive attempts, the young couple finally have sex. In a similar fashion, in The Good Doctor, Shaun’s main story arc during season 3 concerns his attempts to have sex with his girlfriend Carly. On episode 12, Shaun is finally comfortable enough with physical contacts, which leads the young couple to their first sexual intercourse. Shaun’s enthusiasm in the very next episode when telling his friends that he had sex is indicative of this event’s importance for the character. In Atypical’s third season, Sam’s quest to lose his virginity culminates with him and Paige having sex in his dorm room. 

Significantly, even though we know that these characters lose their virginity, their first sexual encounter is not depicted on screen. Indeed, while these character’s first attempts at having sex are clearly shown, as well as their panic attacks, there is no similar scene to depict their first “conclusive” sexual encounter. Instead, an ellipsis is made, only allowing us to see characters at the end of their lovemaking, or on the very next day. Admittedly, in the case of The Good Doctor and The Big Bang Theory, this choice to not represent sexual intercourse might partly be explained by the FCC’s “indecency rules”, which prohibit representing nudity and explicit sexuality on broadcast networks. Yet that does not explain why other scenes of soft eroticism, involving other characters, are included. This narrative choice therefore seems to be related to these characters’ neurodivergence. 

Since the “loss of virginity” story arc helps to “normalize” the masculinity of neurodivergent men, the decision to not depict their sexual intercourse (only to talk about it) could be interpreted as strategic. Depicting their first sexual encounter could lead screenwriters to an impasse: if these first encounters are depicted as awkward and clumsy, this could affect the way audiences perceive the main characters as men, since normative masculinity is so strongly associated with sexual prowess. On the contrary, if these characters were portrayed as skillful sexual partners, this could likely be perceived as “unrealistic”, since audiences know that they have no prior experience. Therefore, by verbally testifying that these characters have lost their virginity, without showing it, series confirm that these men adhere to gender norms, without creating more ambivalence.

Although series address the theme of sexual inexperience and promote a positive view of neurodivergent characters, our analysis therefore shows that they usually evolve in a way that allows them to lose their virginity as everyone else, thus enforcing the compulsory sexuality injunction (Kristina Gupta 2015; Ela Przybylo 2011). The fact that narratives invariably allow men on the spectrum to gain sexual experience also seems to reinforce the definition of heterosexual masculinity as “essentially” characterized by a proactive sexuality, and thus the cultural norm that sexual activity is mandatory for adult men. 

Not only are characters destined to lose their virginity, but narratives also suggest that this event causes significant changes in their attitudes. Indeed, once they become sexually active, they suddenly appear more mature. For instance, after making love for the first time, Sam (Atypical) is portrayed as being more empathetic toward his sister; when he finally understands that his younger sister is heartbroken because she had to break up with her boyfriend, Sam consoles her and even manages to give her some kind advice. Sam also understands at this point the importance of friendship and rescues his friend Zahid to prevent him from failing his med school exams. 

Considering how these series previously emphasized the challenges people with ASD face when interacting with other people, the striking similarities in the way they later “solve” their sexual inexperience therefore attests to a perception that virginity loss is “normal”, desirable and expected, even a necessary stage that leads to adulthood and maturity.

Sexual experience as “masculine capital”
As our analysis has shown, the loss of virginity for men characters is depicted as a significant turning point in their lives, but it also serves as a source of confirmation of their “masculinity”. In other words, characters’ acquired maturity after their first sexual encounter is shown to provide them with more masculine capital, echoing the work of Elisabeth Badinter (1992) who noted that, in order to be socially recognized as one, a man has to convince others that he is “not a woman, not homosexual and no longer a child”. Several authors have indeed argued that for young men, first (hetero)sex is an empowering moment through which agency and identity are confirmed, and that the first sexual intercourse often is the main rite of passage to become “adults” in Western societies (Holland et al. 2010). In the same line, John Fiske observed in his analysis of “gendered texts” (2010):

One aspect of masculinity in our culture is its connection with maturity. “Be a man” is a frequent admonition to young boys that requires them to behave more maturely than their physical age. Many popular narratives dramatize the “boundary rituals’ whereby a youth crosses into manhood. (202)

In the four series, the loss of virginity seems precisely to serve as a “boundary ritual” for neurodivergent men, and thus — since being sexually active is so ingrained in our normative definition of manhood — to gain a more assertive masculine identity. In three of the four series, we find a similar scene in which the main character and his girlfriend are in bed after having sex. The woman is shown smiling and/or complimenting her partner for his performance, which allows narratives to emphasize these men’s ability to sexually satisfy their partner “as real men”. For instance, in L’Heure bleue, Jules asks Roxanne about his performance after their first intercourse. Roxanne then assures him that she had fun, and compares his “natural” ability for sex with his ability for math: 

Roxanne: You’re much better at math now than you were in high school, right?
Jules: Hmmm, yeah…
Roxanne: That’s the same thing for that [sex]. Let’s say you have a natural gift and we will develop it together through practice. (s02e24) [free translation]

Moreover, the scene in The Big Bang Theory where Sheldon and Amy lose their virginity is quite telling. It opens with a close-up of Sheldon lying in bed, then cuts to a wide shot showing both Sheldon and Amy under the sheets, implying their nudity. The studio audience’s laughter and applause, lasting for eight seconds, underscores the significance of this moment. Notably, the audience’s laughter is triggered by Amy’s reaction: her hair is disheveled, and she sports a blissful smile, appearing thoroughly content after her first sexual experience.

This tendency to confirm men’s sexual prowess is even more obvious in The Good Doctor. Shaun initially learns that his partner Carly did not have an orgasm during their first intercourse. Seeing this as another problem to solve — as he says, he “failed Carly twice” (s03e13) —, Shaun asks his colleagues for advice, and they suggest that he use his exceptional powers of observation to better understand Carly’s physical reactions. Shortly after receiving this advice, Shaun and Carly have another sexual encounter; the episode ends with a close-up shot of Carly smiling and looking very satisfied.

Moreover, after these events, Shaun is depicted as engaging in behaviors typically associated with hegemonic masculinity — behaviors that appear highly significant as they deeply contrast with his previous actions. For example, when he learns that the woman he really loves (Lea) refuses to get in a relationship with him because of his autism, Shaun goes to a bar and gets drunk. He then goes to Lea’s house and sets out to smash her car with a baseball bat but changes his mind when she arrives. Shaun then starts yelling at her, appearing more violent than he ever did: 

Shaun [breathing heavily]: You’re flaky. And…And you can’t keep a boyfriend. And you can’t keep a job. And no one likes you. And…[he starts shouting louder while crying] and you’re going to end up alone, and you deserve it! Because you’re a superficial, selfish and prejudiced person!” (s03e18). 

After Shaun verbally aggresses Lea, he is given the chance to showcase his heroism by rescuing a woman who is trapped in the debris of a collapsed building (s03e20). This event allows Lea, who was also present at the scene, to realize “she was wrong”, and that she must not fear being in a romantic relationship with a man on the spectrum. The season ends with a shot of the two lovers languidly kissing on the street. Shaun’s virginity loss seems to have triggered new — in one scene toxic and violent, in the other heroic — behaviors that distinctly refer to traditional masculinity and clearly contrast with previously established neurodivergent behaviors. The series thus attempts to represent sexuality as a pivotal theme or “boundary ritual” that helps “normalize” characters with ASD and define them as more “masculine”.

Discussion of results
As Murray argued, in popular narratives, characters with autism often allow “for the discussion of a range of issues […] that ultimately have their meaning in non-disabled contexts” (2008, 163). The fact that the four series are set in a “non-disabled context”, where the character on the spectrum is portrayed as “different”, cannot be ignored. Instead of emphasizing neurodiversity, this ableist context contributes to the prioritization of a “narrative of normalization” in which the man character must eventually lose his virginity like any other person. 

By criticizing this tendency in TV series to resort to a prescriptive view of sexuality for adult men on the spectrum, our aim is not to condemn such representations, since they certainly have positive aspects. After all, as Kim Q. Hall reminds us, “[t]he assumption that disabled people cannot be sexual beings is a feature of disability oppression” (2011, 4). Seen in this light, by focusing on the loss of virginity of neurodivergent men, TV series can certainly be interpreted as combating this oppression by showing them as active sexual beings. However, and more broadly, the lack of diversity within these character’s story arcs overshadows the fact that sexual inexperience may be a permanent and decent state for some people on the spectrum (as well as for neurotypical people), not just a transitory stage. In that sense, this tendency to prioritize a “virginity loss” narrative for ASD characters signals a deep-seated perception that popular characters cannot remain sexually inexperienced, or else risk losing the audience’s interest. This situation also shows that diversity in sexual experiences and trajectories, despite increasing attempts in the last decade to raise awareness regarding polyamory or asexuality, for instance, remains a neglected issue on scripted television.

Conclusion
The central objective of this article was to analyze a few popular TV series that include a sexually inexperienced man character, while trying to document the recurring narrative choice to represent these characters as also being on the autism spectrum. Incidentally, by shedding light on the narrative and discursive processes prioritized by these TV series, we wanted to better understand the visions of neurodivergent men and their sexuality that these series convey, and the norms they help to reproduce or question.

The tendency to associate men’s sexual inexperience with the theme of autism is an important issue that sheds light on the persistence of gender and ableist norms in television series. Not only does this reflect a persistent norm regarding sexuality in adults in general, and in adult men in particular, but it also contributes to limiting the diversity of stories told about people on the spectrum and their sexuality. As shown through our analysis of the “virginity loss” narrative for men characters, there is a clear lack of diversity, as well as persisting gender stereotypes, when it comes to representing the sexuality of people on the spectrum. 

As Tasha Oren also observed (2017), people with ASD frequently consult popular texts (such as films or TV series) to better understand how neurotypical people behave, and to find examples of behaviors to adopt themselves (224). As such, representation clearly matters since TV series can become “tools of communication and cultural translation for viewers who are on the spectrum” (224). Consequently, without denying the polysemy of texts, people on the spectrum watching TV series featuring early adults with ASD could get the impression that it is imperative to become sexually active, which could then reinforce prejudices and feelings of stigmatization. 

More generally, by focusing on the representation of autism spectrum disorder in TV series, our project made clear the importance of furthering research on this topic through a feminist lens. The clear disproportion between the number of men and women on the spectrum portrayed in TV series – which becomes even more apparent when we only focus on lead roles – needs to be documented and criticized as a persistent sign of the marginalization of neurodivergent women in media, as well as of the pervasive stereotype of autism as a form of “extreme male brain”. More research will also be important to reflect on the issue of intersectionality regarding media representations of neurodiverse people. Indeed, it must be mentioned that almost every character on the spectrum currently portrayed on TV is white and created by white people. This was the case for the four series analyzed here. As Jordynn Jack argues, “It is important to note that most (but not all) of the individuals featured who speak and write about autism are white, and their characterizations therefore reflect hegemonic white constructions of gender” (2014, 13). To deconstruct stereotypes associated with neurodiversity in TV series, it is imperative to really diversify representations, whether in terms of ethnicity, age, gender, or sexuality. Including neurodivergent persons into the production process, not only as consultants, but by hiring them as regular screenwriters should also become the norm on TV series and films featuring characters with ASD. 
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